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Outline
(1) Community inquiry (my current project)
(2) What is decision making?
(a) Do individuals decide?
(b) Is decision making reserved for humans?
(c) Is decision making rational?
(3) Historical dimension of decision making
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Youth...
• feel alienated from 
society
• see school as a waste of 
time
• engage in anti-social & 
self-destructive behavior
Tuesday, May 17, 2011
Communities...
• divides across race, religion, 
language, ...
• cannot “talk to strangers” (cf. 
Danielle Allen)
• problems of health, 
economy, education, 
environment,...
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Community asset mapping: 
Engaging & empowering youth
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Tuesday, May 17, 2011
Engaging & empowering 
youth (E2Y)
• Collaboration
• Planning & decision 
making
• Graphic design
• GPS mapping
• Video interview
• Writing narratives
• Collection & 
presentation of 
metadata
• Oral presentation
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Youth Community 
Informatics
• Information spaces in the 
community
• Community journalism
• Oral history
• Protest songs & wikis
• Mapping local creek
• Documentaries
• Community asset mapping
• Technology center
• Economic development
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the desire to make the entire social organism 
democratic, to extend democracy beyond its political 
expression
~Jane Addams, "The Subjective Necessity for Social 
Settlements," 1892
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Questions
• How can young people use new media for 
community action & personal growth? 
• How does community inquiry work, when it does?
• How do people coordinate activity, especially given 
different beliefs, values, norms, goals, and practices?
• How do communities develop common purposes?
• How do individuals decide to participate, and in 
what ways?
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(2) What is decision 
making?
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[the irrational element of the soul] seems to be widely 
distributed, and vegetative in its nature...that which causes 
nutrition and growth; for it is this kind of power of the soul that 
one must assign to all nurslings and to embryos, and this same 
power to fullgrown creatures...Now the excellence of this seems 
to be common to all species and not specifically human.
~Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (1.13)
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Irrational(Irrational)Life Force Rational
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We take a decision to be a choice among options, discrete 
or continuous, where the "choice" may be cognitive or 
non-cognitive and may be made by a computational 
algorithm, a robot, a living system, an organization within 
human society, or an inanimate physical object or system 
capable of acyclic variable behavior independent of 
external forcing.
~early version of CDM statement
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Punctuation:  The human is the rational animal, the one 
who can and does make decisions.
Continuity: Decision making can be productively 
defined as an activity or behavior of (usually, complex)
systems. Difference is an empirical issue, a matter of 
degree on some dimension. 
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Key questions
(a) Do individuals decide?
(b) Is decision making reserved for humans?
(c) Is decision making rational?
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(2a) Do 
individuals 
decide?
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Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
  
Robert Frost, from "The Road Not Taken," in 
Mountain Interval (1920)
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The tree stands only when rooted in the soil; it lives 
or dies in the mode of its connections with sunlight, 
air and water. Then too the tree is a collection of 
interacting parts; is the tree more a single whole 
than its cells?
~John Dewey, The Public and Its Problems (1927)
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Du Wei
• Xinhai Revolution: 
Wuchang uprising 
(October 10, 1911)... 
Emperor Puyi abdicates 
(February 12, 1912)
• John Dewey in China 
(May 1, 1919 - July 
1921)
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Student revolt in Beijing
(May 4, 1919)
• the most impressive single feature of my stay in 
China was witnessing the sure and rapid growth of 
an enlightened and progressive public opinion ~”The 
Tenth Anniversary of the Republic of China,” 1921
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Triangle Shirtwaist 
Factory fire
• March 25, 1911, New York City
• 146 garment workers, recent young Jewish & Italian 
immigrant women
• managers had locked the exit doors
• -> International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union
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Publics
groups of citizens who share the indirect effects of a 
particular action ~Dewey, The Public and its Problems, 
1927
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Strong ties (Gemeinschaft): “real and organic”;  individual 
member actions are based on shared moral attitudes, concepts 
of appropriate behavior, and sense of responsibility to the 
network itself.
Weak ties (Gesellschaft): “imaginary and mechanical”; more 
individual latitude; participation is motivated more by the 
personal benefits of association, than by strong membership 
identification.
~Ferdinand Tönnies, Community and civil society, 2001
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People construct a community symbolically, making it a 
resource and repository of meaning, and a referent of their 
identity.
~Anthony P. Cohen, The Symbolic Construction of 
Community, 1985
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Café Teatro Batey Urbano
Tuesday, May 17, 2011
(2b) Is decision 
making reserved 
for humans?
Nettles
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Behavioral ecology is based on the assumption, 
shared with much of evolutionary biology, in 
general, that humans are not fundamentally 
different from other animals; that the same 
predictions, drawn from first principles that 
apply to other animals should also apply to 
humans.
~ Andrew Sih , “A behavioral ecology view of 
decision making: something old, something 
new, and something consistent,” 2011
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Finally, the new logic introduces responsibility 
into the intellectual life...if insight into specific 
conditions of value and into specific 
consequences of ideas is possible, philosophy 
must in time become a method of locating and 
interpreting the more serious of the conflicts that 
occur in life, and a method of projecting ways for 
dealing with them: a method of moral and 
political diagnosis and prognosis.
~John Dewey, The Influence of Darwin on 
Philosophy, 1910
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philosophers generally view knowledge 
as a capacity, attribute, possession, or 
other mysterious inner quality of a 
"knower"; they view this knower as 
residing in or at a "body"; they view the 
body as cut off from the rest of the 
universe by a "skin."
~Arthur Bentley, “The human skin: 
Philosophy's last line of defense,” 1941
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analytically, what counts as a person is an effect generated 
by a network of heterogeneous, interacting, materials...If 
you took away my computer, my colleagues, my office, my 
books, my desk, my telephone I wouldn't be a sociologist 
writing papers, delivering lectures, and producing 
"knowledge". I'd be something quite other.
~John Law, “Notes on the theory of the actor-network: 
Ordering, strategy and heterogeneity,” 2000
~Bruno Latour, “A note on socio-technical graphs,” 1992
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(2c) Is decision 
making rational?
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reason alone can never be a motive to any 
action of the will;...it can never oppose 
passion in the direction of the will...Reason 
is, and ought only to be the slave of the 
passions, and can never pretend to any 
other office than to serve and obey them.
~David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 
1739
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It is not usually our ideas that make us 
optimists or pessimists, but our optimism or 
our pessimism...that makes our ideas. 
Man is said to be the reasoning animal. I do 
not know why he has not been defined as 
an affective or feeling animal. Perhaps that 
which differentiates him from other animals 
is feeling rather than reason. More often I 
have seen a cat reason than laugh or weep. 
~Miguel de Unamuno, 1921
Tuesday, May 17, 2011
The world of decision making is about strategic 
rationality. It is built from clear questions and 
clear answers that attempt to remove 
ignorance...The world of sensemaking is...about 
contextual rationality. It is built out of vague 
questions, muddy answers, and negotiated 
agreements that attempt to reduce confusion.
~Karl Weick, “The Collapse of Sensemaking in 
Organizations: The Mann Gulch Disaster,”1993
Tuesday, May 17, 2011
Classical Ideal
Support for 
Continuity
Support for 
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Individual
Embedding in 
situations
Identity, 
values, 
community
Human
Patterned 
network
Interpretive 
processes
Rational
Strategic 
rationality
Contextual 
rationality
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Augmented rationality?
Strategic
rationality
A
C
B
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(3) Historical dimension 
of decision making
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This essay has traced the economic view of 
individual decision making from classical 
thinking that puts emphasis on rationality and 
selfishness to modern concepts that extend the 
classical framework to social (other-regarding) 
preferences. We have shown that it is almost 
impossible to separate intrinsic motivation for a 
certain behavior from external enforcement 
mechanisms.
~Evelyn Korn, “Free will and its institutional 
boundaries–an economic perspective,” 2011
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Before decision
comes interpretation
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Not just occasionally but always, the 
meaning of a text goes beyond the 
author. That is why understanding is 
not merely a reproductive activity 
but always a productive activity as 
well.
~Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2004
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~John Barth,The End of the Road, 1967
Tuesday, May 17, 2011
• Community activists concerned about opportunities 
for youth
• Jazz scene in North Champaign
• Illinois Public Media
• IMLS grants: 21st century librarians
• GSLIS: Community Informatics
Applied to E2Y
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Applied to 
gentrification
• Paseo Boricua: ¡No Se 
Vende!, views 
gentrification as neo-
colonialism, seeks locally 
owned and controlled 
businesses
• Virginia: struggling rural 
town, seeks outside 
investment as a means to 
economic growth
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Paseo Boricua
CO-OP Humboldt Park
Tuesday, May 17, 2011
Tuesday, May 17, 2011
Tuesday, May 17, 2011
Tuesday, May 17, 2011
Tuesday, May 17, 2011
Tuesday, May 17, 2011
Tuesday, May 17, 2011
Tuesday, May 17, 2011
diabetes
farmer’s 
market
hydroponic
diet 
exercise
urban 
farming.
Community-based learning
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Ten challenges
• Social practices (Just, Morrow; 
Vygotsky, Latour)
• Organizations (Kling, Weick) 
• Communities (Dewey, Tönnies, 
Cohen)
• Institutions (Korn; Crowley & 
Neufeld; Fraser-MacKenzie; 
Skees; Giddens)
• Culture/language (Kane, Wang) 
• New technologies (Boutilier, 
Goldsmith, Bowker)
• Interpretation (Gadamer, 
Schneier)
• Narratives (Allen, Holland)
• Power, inequity (Foucault, 
Bourdieu. Marable)
• Moral judgments (Glaude, 
Freire, Cammarota)
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Conclusion: Pragmatism
• Practical dimension of inquiry: emerging from particular phenomena, 
not a priori assumptions about the locus of mind or from laboratory 
studies alone
• Pluralistic nature of the phenomena studied and the tools that are used 
to study those phenomena: engaging multiple points of view from 
diverse disciplines
• Participatory role of many individuals with different perspectives in the 
necessarily interpersonal process of inquiry: drawing from different 
methods as appropriate
• Provisional and flexible character of explanation: unlikely to have final 
answers, especially as technology develops new tools for problem 
solving and new media for connecting mind and body, things, and ideas
~David Brendel, Healing Psychiatry, 2006
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Thanks!
Comments? Questions?
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Abstract
This is the slide set for a presentation of a chapter to appear in Comparative 
Decision Making, edited by Philip Crowley & Thomas Zentall, published by 
Oxford University Press.
Abstract for the chapter: Aristotle developed the classic ideal of the thinker as 
an individual, distinctly human decision maker. That view resonates through 
the Western tradition to this day. However, recent research calls it into 
question: Is there support now for the Continuity hypothesis--that decision 
making is a property of diverse complex systems, living and artificial, even of 
collectives and networks, or instead for the Punctuation hypothesis--that 
human decision making stands apart from whatever it is that other complex 
systems do? And what about rationality, a third component of the classic 
ideal? To what extent is decision making a rational process and what does 
that imply for Continuity versus Punctuation? This paper explores these 
questions, drawing from empirical research, from models in sociology and 
cognitive science, and from philosophy, especially pragmatism. It concludes 
with a "yes, but": Yes, we need to reject the classic ideal, and instead consider 
some form of the Continuity hypothesis; but we need a richer view of 
decision making, which recognizes the historicity of understanding.
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